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Abstract
The neglect of pronunciation by many native speaker (NS) English language teachers is a 
widely documented phenomenon. Despite it generally being recognised as an important system, 
in terms of the role it has in language learning and usage, pronunciation still tends to be ignored 
in the classroom.  Why is this? And importantly, what can be done to remedy the situation?  
Whilst many writers in the English Language Teaching (ELT) field offer explanations for this 
treatment of pronunciation, more often than not, those presented appear to be nothing more 
than mere conjecture. There has been a surprisingly limited amount of empirical research 
conducted on the matter. In view of this perceived gap, this paper attempts to explore the area 
further by documenting a small two-part research project which sought to examine the attitudes 
of ELT teachers working in the Japanese university context who admitted to neglecting 
pronunciation in the classroom. Following an online survey and face to face interviews with 
teachers, three key areas of explanation emerged. First, there is the feeling that textbooks do 
not give enough guidance on the topic.  Second, a lack of confidence in dealing with technical 
aspects of pronunciation is rife. Third, there appears to be widespread doubt as to the influence 
that classroom instruction can have in effecting pronunciation improvement for the language 
learner. A number of recommendations are made in response to these issues, which it is hoped 
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Introduction
Since the mid-20th century, the importance and role of pronunciation in English 
Language Teaching (ELT) have been issues of great debate.  Whilst pronunciation was 
deemed to be a crucial component of the Audio-lingual method which was widely 
popularised in the 1950s and 60s, questions were raised in the following decades challenging 
a number of commonly held views on the area, resulting in many courses reducing or 
completely removing explicit pronunciation work (Morley, 1991). Despite some asserting 
that there is little relationship between classroom instruction and students’ improved 
pronunciation (Suter, 1976; Purcel & Suter, 1980), the last forty years have seen somewhat of 
a reversal in attitudes towards the importance that pronunciation has in helping meet students’ 
needs.
Linked, amongst many things, to the growing recognition of communicative 
competence as being an important goal in language learning, it is now widely accepted by 
many that pronunciation, also commonly referred to as phonology (alongside the other three 
systems of grammar, vocabulary and discourse) is an important component of ELT. Why 
therefore, as has been noted by numerous writers (Tennant, 2007; Underhill, 2010a; 2010b; 
Scrivener, 2011), if pronunciation is deemed to be so important in developing not only 
students’ speaking skills, but also those of listening, reading and writing, do so many teachers 
in the ELT field neglect it?  
Whilst proponents of the aforementioned opinion cite such reasons as teachers’ 
struggle to learn technical aspects of pronunciation like the phonemic chart (Tennant, 2007), 
there seems to be a distinct lack of evidence or research presented to support or explore these 
assertions from the perspective of teachers themselves. Macdonald’s (2002) study is an 
example of one of just a few empirical research studies which explicitly examines the 
opinions of teachers who are reluctant to teach pronunciation. Amongst other reasons, 
Macdonald concluded that teachers felt that their neglect of pronunciation was due to a lack 
of institutional resources on the topic and uncertainty as to how to integrate it into lessons.
Research questions
In light of the limited number of studies which have focused on the widespread 
neglect of pronunciation by many ELT teachers, a small-scale, two-part mixed method, 
research project was conducted for the purpose of this paper, designed to explore the 
following research questions:
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1. What are the main reasons for the widespread neglect of pronunciation teaching by 
native English language teachers?
2. How can teachers be encouraged to integrate pronunciation into their lessons more 
regularly?
Scope of study 
The study conducted for this paper is concerned with exploring the views of English 
language teachers who currently teach in the Japanese university context or have done have 
so in the last year. This context was selected on the basis that it would be representative of 
that in which I am currently working in, with the findings and suggestions therefore being 
ones that I could potentially implement within my current position and institution. 
Additionality, participants’ English can be described as their native, or one of their 
native languages.  To clarify, whilst the term native language (NL) like other similar terms 
such as mother tongue and first language, can be taken to mean many things, in this paper, it 
shall refer to Saville-Troike’s (2005) definition of it being “a language that is acquired 
naturally in early childhood, usually because it is the primary language of a child’s family” 
(p. 188). The scope of study purposefully does not extend to a consideration of teachers for 
whom English is not considered to be their NL so as to remove the influence of the self-
doubts held by some non-native speakers as to their legitimacy to teach English 
pronunciation (Golombek & Jordan, 2005).
Project rationale 
Throughout the last ten years that I have spent working in the ELT industry, it has 
come to my attention through observations of other teachers, that many practitioners neglect 
the teaching of pronunciation. Given that we are in an era where communicative competence 
is deemed to be a central goal of language learning, it seems strange that pronunciation is 
often marginalised in the classroom when compared to other aspects of language, such as 
grammar and vocabulary.
In view of the above, it seems fair to conclude that the ELT industry must do more to 
explore what can be done to support and encourage teachers to focus more regularly on 
pronunciation in the classroom. Whilst there has been no shortage of suggestions to emerge in 
the field in response to this apparent issue, I believe that those proposed by writers such as 
Underhill (2010b), who describes pronunciation as being the “Cinderella of language 
17 CELE JOURNAL Vol. 29
CELE Journal Vol. 29                                   22                                                                                                                                                                
teaching” (para.1), are largely unhelpful in helping teachers to overcome their difficulties, 
with their complexity serving to simply further deter them from teaching pronunciation.
In an effort, therefore, to provide meaningful and practical suggestions which could 
encourage the growth of pronunciation teaching amongst teachers in my current context as a 
Visiting Faculty Member (VFM) at Asia University, I am interested in using this paper as an 
opportunity to identify some of the real issues that teachers have with teaching pronunciation. 
Structure of paper 
The following paper will begin with an examination of some of the key existing 
bodies of literature which relate to pronunciation and teachers’ attitudes towards it.  Having 
presented an overview of relevant background information, the next section will detail the 
research methodologies adopted to explore the paper’s key research questions, and shall 
include, amongst other things, details of the procedure of the empirical research conducted, 
participants and a consideration of relevant ethical issues. Further to this, the data collected 
will be presented and then analysed in relation to the central themes that this paper is 
concerned with. The final conclusion will seek to summarise the findings and implications of 
the aforementioned analysis and shall end by outlining any recommendations for future areas 
of study that may have become apparent.
Literature Review 
The purpose of this section is to review some of the existing literature relating to 
pronunciation and teachers’ attitudes towards it. 
What is pronunciation?
Pronunciation is the term commonly used to describe the study of aspects of 
phonology.  At its simplest, phonology refers to “the study of sound structure in language” 
(Odden, 2005, p.2). Not to be confused with phonetics, which is concerned with the 
physicality of speech sounds, phonology focuses on how speakers convey and express 
meaning through use of the sound system (Thornbury, 2006); it considers such aspects of 
sound as sentence stress, intonation and connected speech.
The various aspects of pronunciation can be divided into two categories: segmental 
features and suprasegmental features. Segmental features of pronunciation refer to individual 
sounds, also known as phonemes. Suprasegmental features of speech are those which relate 
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to how sounds function at sentence and discourse level. Examples include connected speech, 
intonation and rhythm. 
Throughout this paper, the term pronunciation will be used rather than that of 
phonology because I believe it is the term that many ELT teachers, including myself, are 
more comfortable using. 
Why teach pronunciation? 
Before beginning, it is imperative to note that pronunciation has not always been 
regarded as important.  A brief review of the change in status that pronunciation instruction 
has had over the last century, in terms of the precedence that has been placed on it, provides 
an interesting insight into the conflicting views on the matter.  Whilst highly regarded during 
the 1950s and 1960s, at a time when the ideas of Audio-lingualism and Behaviourism found 
popularity, pronunciation instruction saw a decline during much of the following decade in 
the wake of the rise of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) (Lightbown & Spada, 
2006; Morley, 1991. During the late 1970s and 1980s however, the emergence of a number of 
publications on the topic of pronunciation teaching, signalled the beginning of somewhat of a 
comeback for the language system (Morley, 1991).
It is a widely documented belief at present that pronunciation has an important role to 
play in English language learning (Kelly, 2000; Kenworthy, 1987; Macdonald, 2002; 
Tennant, 2007; Underhill, 2010a; 2010b). Underlying these views are the many prominent 
theories belonging to the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), which emphasise the 
centrality of pronunciation. Krashen’s (1982) Monitor Model which is composed of five 
hypotheses of SLA, is one of the most notable examples of this; the input hypothesis states 
that for acquisition to occur a learner must be exposed to comprehensible input. 
Comprehensible input is described as language that is just a bit above the level of the learner 
in question (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). In view of this, pronunciation is seen as being 
essential in that it enables learners to understand language around them, thus encouraging 
language acquisition. Whilst Krashen’s theory has been subject to criticism, research has 
been shown to support the benefits of comprehensible input (Lightbown & Spada, 2006).
In line with Krashen’s theory of SLA, Hancock (2012) sees pronunciation as being an 
essential part of the process of developing listening and speaking skills. This, he states, is 
because it enables learners to make sense of the myriad of accents and speaking varieties that 
they are likely to encounter in the real world.  As he puts it, “pronunciation is not only about 
the mouth, but also the ears” (Hancock, 2012, para. 1),
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Underhill (2010a; 2010b), notable for his view that pronunciation is a fundamental 
component of successful language learning, believes that pronunciation lies at the heart of all 
the four skills that a grasp of the use of English comprises, namely that of reading, writing, 
listening and speaking. Success across the four skills is viewed as having a key role in the 
development of a learner’s communicative competence, a notion regarded by many to be the 
central goal of ELT. First proposed by Hymes in 1972, communicative competence can be 
defined as “what a speaker needs to know to communicate appropriately within a particular 
language community” (Saville-Troike, 2003). Amongst the many reformulations and 
developments of the concept of communicative competence, Canale and Swain’s (1980) 
model is one which is widely cited; this model identifies four areas of knowledge upon which 
communicative competence is reliant: linguistic competence, sociolinguistic competence, 
strategic competence and discourse competence. Reflective of the importance of the esteem 
with which the development of communicative competence is regarded, is its centrality as 
one of principal goals of both communicative language teaching (CLT) and task-based 
learning (TBL). Poor pronunciation hinders the development of the four skills which in turn 
impedes the enhancement of a learners’ communicative competence; Kelly (2000) suggests 
that for this reason pronunciation is of vital importance. 
Although the development of communicative competence, as mentioned, is presently 
acknowledged by many to be the key purpose of pronunciation teaching, popular opinion as 
to what it means to be able to communicate effectively with someone has changed over time. 
Historically, the goal of pronunciation teaching was for the English language learner to attain 
native-like pronunciation (Kenworthy, 1987; Levis, 2005); this, it was thought, would give 
learners the best possibility of being able to successfully communicate with native English 
speakers (Jenkins, 2000). In terms of British English, the accent model that was widely 
regarded as being the ideal was that of Received Pronunciation (RP), a standard of English 
often referred to as the Queen’s English (Kelly, 2000; Cook, 2008).  
In the 1960s, the emergence of the Critical Period Hypothesis (1967) from the field of 
SLA, caused those in the field of ELT to question the rationale behind seeing native-like 
mastery as being the goal of pronunciation instruction (Saville-Troike, 2005). Initially 
proposed as a theory of first language acquisition by Penfield and Roberts in 1957—in 1967 
however, Lenneberg popularised and extended the theory to second language acquisition—
the Critical Period Hypothesis claimed that human beings are only able to achieve mastery in 
a language up until their early teens; thereafter, it was deemed to be almost impossible for 
most to reach a native or near-native like level. The assertion by proponents of the Critical 
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Period Hypothesis that native-like pronunciation, for biological reasons, is very difficult to 
achieve beyond a certain age, was one that received significant criticism. Whilst it is evident 
that the majority of people who learn a second language will struggle to reach this level 
beyond puberty, it is not impossible (Klein, 1995). A consideration of other factors such as 
motivation, identity, learning styles etc. should therefore be considered (Lightbown & Spada, 
2006). 
In light of the criticism that the native-like model of pronunciation received, a new 
goal emerged, namely that of intelligibility. Intelligibility means “being understood by a 
listener at a given time in a given situation” (Kenworthy, 1987, p.13); this is to say that even 
if a speaker uses different pronunciation features to those which a native-speaker of English 
might use, if the listener can understand what they are trying to say, then they are intelligible. 
This notion is intertwined with that of communicative competence. The greater the amount of 
speech which can be understood, the higher the level of intelligibility a speaker is deemed to 
have. The presence of a strong foreign accent, which is often thought to impede 
understanding, has been proven by research to not necessarily be the case (Munro & 
Derwing, 2005). To illustrate intelligibility, Kenworthy (1987) uses the example of the 
frequent substitution by German speakers of /v/ for /w/. Whilst they might say ‘I vant to ask 
you’, which does not necessarily mirror how a native speaker of English might say the 
phrase, it is likely that many people will still understand what the German speaker is saying. 
In this instance therefore, they are deemed to be intelligible. 
The growth of English as a means of communication for people all around the world, 
has further led to the appreciation of pronunciation and its role in enhancing intelligibility. 
This field of ELT is known as World Englishes (also commonly referred to as English as an 
International Language (EIL) and English as a Lingua Franca (ELF). In line with this 
movement, Jenkins (2000; 2002) champions a model of English known as the Lingua Franca 
Core (LFC), with features including the preservation of most consonant clusters and attention 
to vowel length. An example of the latter is making sure that the /ɜː/ vowel is pronounced 
correctly. Aspects of pronunciation which have been traditionally focused on in the 
classroom, such as certain parts of connected speech are, however, not focused on out of the 
belief they might hinder intelligibility (Walker, 2010). The widespread implementation of a 
syllabus for English pronunciation which sees LFC as the goal would prepare learners for the 
challenges of communicating in an ELF environment; this is to say that it would better equip 
them to communicate effectively with other non-native speakers (NNS) of English. Despite 
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growing support for this model, research has shown that the effect LFC has had with regard 
to its implementation in the classroom has been extremely limited (Spicer, 2011).
Having presented a brief overview of some of the key issues relating to the 
importance and goal of pronunciation, it is apparent that whilst widely regarded as being
essential for language learning, in terms of its influence on developing the four skills, 
specifically those relating to the ability to communicative effectively, the exact goals of 
pronunciation are slightly less clear.  Although intelligibility is widely acknowledged as 
being the ‘sensible goal’ of pronunciation teaching (Kenworthy, 1987; Dauer, 2005), it is my 
belief that many NS English teachers who currently work in the privatised British language 
teaching industry (i.e. those with whom this research project focused on) teach pronunciation 
in line with a model of English which loosely fits their own. This promotion of native-like 
pronunciation is further cemented by the many learners for whom this goal is desirable, as 
illustrated by Derwing and Rossiter’s 2003 study.  Whilst the attempts to redefine the goal of 
pronunciation in response to the changing needs of many English language learners seem 
credible in theory, in reality the lack of guidance and clarity as to exactly what this entails 
means that for many ELT teachers, native-like pronunciation remains the model that they are 
most comfortable with using. 
Can pronunciation be taught? 
If it is accepted that pronunciation is a significant component of language learning, 
which I propose should be, an important point of consideration thereafter is whether 
classroom instruction on the matter actually works. A positive correlation in the relationship 
between improved pronunciation accuracy and classroom instruction would point heavily in 
favour of the opinion that ELT teachers should be encouraged to include it regularly in their 
lessons. Evidence to the contrary however could lend support to the view that pronunciation 
instruction is effectively a waste of class time. 
Given that the effectiveness of pronunciation teaching has been an issue of much 
debate over the last century, research on the matter has been surprisingly limited (Lightbown 
& Spada, 2006; Munro & Derwing, 2005; Pennington, 1998). Whilst other language systems 
such as grammar and vocabulary have been the subject of a myriad of studies, there has been 
a comparatively negligible amount concerned with pronunciation. Of the few that have been 
conducted, some of the earliest findings on the matter leant themselves to the view that 
classroom instruction has limited, if any, impact upon improving students’ pronunciation.  
Suter (1976) was one of the first notable researchers of the last 40 years to suggest this, 
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despite the aforementioned revival that pronunciation teaching was having at this time; 
Following a study of 60 NNS’s, Suter concluded that classroom pronunciation training had 
little impact on improving pronunciation accuracy (1976, p. 250); this view was reinforced by 
the findings of a subsequent research project conducted by Suter and Purcel (1980).  Having 
narrowed down Suter’s (1976) list of predictors of good pronunciation from twelve to four, 
they noted that “one of the most obvious [implications of the study] relates to the fact that 
teachers and classrooms seem to have had remarkably little to do with how well our students 
pronounced English” (1980, p. 285). 
In contrast to the view that instruction in the classroom has a limited effect on 
pronunciation improvement, Lightbown and Spada (2006, p.106) note that some of the more 
recent studies on the matter seem to suggest that the impact can be positive; Derwing & 
Rossiter’s (2003), and Hahn’s (2004) studies are two examples of research which support this 
view. Both studies emphasised the importance of focusing on suprasegmental features of 
pronunciation such as rhythm and stress, in terms of the positive effect with which they can 
have in improving a learner’s intelligibility. These studies provided empirical evidence to 
support the wealth of theoretical arguments made by writers such as Morley (1991), who 
asserted that classroom instruction on suprasegmental aspects of pronunciation were of 
fundamental importance in helping students to communicate effectively.
Munro & Derwing (2005) suggest that the lack of empirical research which has been 
conducted on the effectiveness of pronunciation instruction is problematic. This, they state, is 
because it leads to the selection of materials and practices by institutes and ELT teachers 
which are not rooted in evidence and therefore may not be deemed to be effective.  Whilst 
this may appear to be a valid point, I would argue that based on my own experience and from 
interactions with colleagues in the field, many ELT teachers are receptive as to what goes on 
in their classes and therefore what works and conversely does not work with their students. In 
terms of the effectiveness of pronunciation instruction therefore, attention to the views of 
practicing teachers, based on their experiences, offers an interesting and potentially powerful 
insight into the matter. 
As with existing empirical research, the opinions of teachers are likely to vary. In 
answer to the question of whether pronunciation can be taught Thornbury (2010) stated: 
As a teacher, I have to confess that I can’t recall any enduring effects for teaching 
pronunciation in class…I’m fairly sceptical about the value of teaching 
pronunciation, and I suspect that most of the exercises and activities that belong 
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to the canonical pron-teaching repertoire probably have only incidental learning 
benefits. (para. 2)
In summary, opinion on the issue of whether pronunciation can be taught is divided; 
this is hardly surprising given the lack of empirical research which has been conducted. 
Recent studies have indicated that pronunciation instruction, particularly that which focuses 
on suprasegmental features, does lead to better intelligibility (Derwing & Rossiter, 2003; 
Hahn, 2004). When this is taken into consideration, alongside the fact that accurate 
pronunciation is widely accepted as an important aspect of one’s ability to effectively 
communicate in English as well as the fact that many studies indicate that learners value 
pronunciation instruction in the classroom (Kelly , 2000; Munro & Derwing, 2005), for now, 
or at least until further empirical research is conducted on the matter, it seems reasonable to 
conclude that pronunciation instruction in the classroom does indeed have an important role 
to play. 
 
How should pronunciation be taught? 
Assuming that pronunciation should and can be taught, how it is best taught in the 
classroom environment becomes a pertinent point of consideration. As with the other three 
English language systems, namely those of dialogue, grammar and vocabulary, opinions as to 
the best approach to adopt when teaching pronunciation differ. 
One central area of debate in relation to how pronunciation should be taught is 
concerned with whether it should be segregated or integrated (Thornbury, 2006). A 
segregated approach would see a certain amount of class time allocated to the study of a 
particular feature of pronunciation, after which it would be left alone. Contrastingly, an 
integrated approach would address pronunciation features through other skills and systems. 
Kenworthy (1987) claims that most teachers would discard the segregated approach to 
teaching pronunciation because it is “artificial and unworkable” (p. 113). In line with popular 
opinion, it is the integrated method that Kenworthy therefore favours on the basis that it leads 
to a greater level of learning. That said, many course books fail to integrate pronunciation and 
often present it in isolation (Underhill, 2010a). Linked to this issue is the decision to take a 
pre-emptive or reactive approach to teaching pronunciation (Thornbury, 2006). Pre-emptive 
teaching means that pronunciation features are pre-selected and taught, whereas reactive 
pronunciation teaching involves dealing with issues as they arise naturally in the lesson. 
A further area of debate centres around the aspects of pronunciation which should be 
taught, an issue which inevitably encompasses one’s beliefs on what the goal of 
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pronunciation should be. As has been mentioned already in this paper, a notable amount of 
existing research points towards the benefits of teaching suprasegmental features of 
pronunciation on the basis that inaccuracy in these areas are more likely to hinder a learner’s 
intelligibility (Derwing & Rossiter, 2003; Hahn, 2004; Morely, 1991). Tennant (2007) 
identifies word stress, sentence stress, intonation and connected speech as being four 
suprasegmental features that could be particularly beneficial for learners. This of course is not 
to say that segmental features of pronunciation should be ignored. Underhill (2010a) and 
Tennant (2007) both argue that bringing students’ attention towards individual sounds can 
prove to be useful however stress that teachers should make informed decisions as to which 
sounds actually inhibit their learners’ communicative ability, rather than those which might 
simply not match the native-model. 
Whilst the above represent just a few of the issues relating to how to teach 
pronunciation, it is clear that the area is far from straightforward. The approach that an 
individual teacher chooses therefore can be summarised as being subject to a number of 
factors including personal beliefs as to the effectiveness of particular approaches, the level 
and/or nationality of their students and how the materials teachers use to teach present it in 
the first place.
The ‘neglect’ of pronunciation teaching 
When Scrivener (2005) begins the Phonology section of his book ‘Learning 
Teaching’, by stating that “pronunciation can be an overlooked area of language teaching” (p. 
284), he is giving voice to a widely held assertion existent amongst many in the ELT field. 
Kelly (2000, p.13), Tennant (2007) and Underhill (2010a; 2010b) are but some of those who 
refer to the aforementioned treatment that pronunciation often receives at the hands of ELT 
teachers, as being one of neglect. Underhill (2010a; 2010b), in particular, is a staunch 
believer that the neglect of pronunciation is a real problem and one that, as an industry, we 
should seek to overcome; hailing pronunciation as being the “the Cinderella of language 
teaching”, Underhill (2010b, para. 1) argues that, where pronunciation is concerned, ELT 
teachers should move from neglect and separation to inclusion and integration, in order to 
achieve meaningful change.
There are various reasons cited as being the potential cause for the frequent neglect of 
pronunciation by ELT practitioners, the most frequently documented of which will now be 
outlined. Firstly, the widespread lack of confidence amongst ELT teachers when it comes to 
teaching pronunciation is deemed by many to be an extremely instrumental cause of the 
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neglect of the system in the classroom. Amongst the reasons cited for this include the 
insufficient coverage by teacher training programmes. On this point, Jenkins (2000, p. 222) 
notes that many NNS teachers have a good understanding of phonology. This is due to the 
fact that many universities around the world necessitate prospective teachers of English to 
study the area in-depth. NS teachers have comparatively little knowledge of the area. 
Focusing specifically on British English teachers, Jenkins (2000) states that the initial teacher 
training course that they complete, such as the CELTA (which for many represents the only 
real instruction that they shall have on teaching), is likely to dedicate no more than five hours 
on approaches to teaching pronunciation. Even if NSs go on to take higher ELT qualifications 
such as the DELTA or a Masters, instruction on pronunciation is limited.  Burgess and 
Spencer (2000) echo Jenkins’ views. They voice concerns that too many courses place an 
over emphasis on the theory of phonology, when what actually ought to be prioritised are the 
practical methodologies of pronunciation teaching and learning. 
A further reason often given to explain the lack of confidence amongst many teachers 
is that many aspects of pronunciation are often deemed to be too difficult. Tennant (2007) 
identifies the phonemic chart as being particularly challenging for many to get to grips with. 
This is a view echoed by Scrivener (2005), who proposes that many practitioners avoid 
teaching pronunciation through fear that they do not possess a deep enough level of technical 
knowledge to satisfactorily guide their students on the matter.  Kelly (2000, p.13) notes that 
lack of technical knowledge is an issue particularly pertinent amongst experienced teachers; 
the neglect of pronunciation on this basis therefore is not necessarily a sign that teachers are 
not interested in the topic. Underhill (2010a) adds that many of the rules on pronunciation 
features are unclear; this could perhaps be a reference to suprasegmental features of 
pronunciation such as intonation and stress. 
The limited coverage of pronunciation features in course books could provide a 
further possible explanation for the neglect of pronunciation. Many leading course books do 
not regularly include pronunciation work (Tennant, 2007).  Akbari (2008) states that we are 
in an era of textbook-defined practice. What the majority of teachers teach and how they 
teach … are now determined by textbooks” (p. 647). Given that course books are for so 
many teachers so crucial in guiding their lessons, the neglect of pronunciation by published 
material could be seen to be highly influential in its regular absence from lessons.
On a different note, some claim that the belief that pronunciation instruction has 
limited impact could be instrumental in the cause of neglect. As discussed earlier in this 
paper, some academics and teachers such as Thornbury (2010) believe that pronunciation 
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instruction in the classroom has limited, if any impact on helping learners to improve their 
pronunciation. SLA theories such as the Critical Period Hypothesis (1967) could, if accepted, 
be seen to further support this view. For this reason, dedicating time to the topic is deemed to 
be a waste of class time with pronunciation instruction therefore being subsequently avoided. 
The final potential cause of the side-lining of pronunciation that is regularly 
documented is that of the prioritisation of other language systems. Grammar and vocabulary 
tend to be the two language systems that are prioritised in classes. Kelly (2000, p.13) identifies 
this as being a trait often attributable to less experienced teachers who tend to prioritise these 
other systems, despite perhaps having an interest in pronunciation.
In explaining the root of the issue with pronunciation, Underhill (2010a; 2010b) 
conceptualises the problem in a noticeably different manner to other writers.  Emphasising 
that the neglect of pronunciation is not to do with a lack of teacher competence, he identifies 
the following two causes and solutions. First, he specifies the need for physicality, meaning
that teachers do not do enough to help their students embrace the physical aspects of 
pronunciation. Rather than approach it as a mental exercise, like you might grammar or 
vocabulary, pronunciation should be taught by helping students to get to grips with the 
physicality behind it. Second is the need for a mental map, meaning that in order to become 
comfortable with the physicality of pronunciation, students need a point of reference to guide 
them. Underhill proposes an adapted version of the phonemic chart which seeks to provide 
students and teachers alike with a frame of reference by which to approach the matter. 
As can be seen, ELT writers present many reasons for the neglect of pronunciation. 
Interestingly however, none of those reasons cited by those above were substantiated by any 
empirical research. They seem therefore to merely represent the personal opinion of the 
writer. This could explain why attempts to encourage teachers to teach pronunciation are 
often out of touch with the needs of practising teachers. Underhill (2010a; 2010b), for 
example, offers two recommendations as to how to address the issue that many teachers have 
with teaching pronunciation. It is my opinion that like so many of those offered by writers, 
his recommendations fall short of providing a meaningful long-term solution to the problem. 
Although he suggests classroom activities through which to teach various aspects of 
pronunciation, I find many of Underhill’s recommendations to be quite text-heavy and it is 
not apparent as to how they might be integrated into a lesson. They are henceforth relatively 
unhelpful in that they serve to further complicate what is already a confusing area for many 
teachers. To a certain degree it could even be suggested that they make the problem worse. 
Some recommendations have been made which attempt to address the underlying causes of 
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widespread neglect of pronunciation. One example of this is Burgess and Spencer’s (2000) 
call for the need to increase pronunciation training amongst ELT teachers; in the absence of 
research to support this move however, it is difficult to believe that institutes and training 
providers will take notice of this need for change. 
 
The Study 
A two-part research project was employed for this paper. First, a quantitative, twenty 
statement survey was created and administered via Google Forms. The survey sought to 
examine ELT teachers’ opinions on teaching the four skills: reading, writing, listening and 
speaking, as well as the four systems: dialogue, grammar, pronunciation and vocabulary. At 
this stage of the project, participants were not told that the purpose of my study was to 
explore the attitudes of teachers who neglect pronunciation teaching.  Withholding this 
information was a conscious decision and done with the purpose of trying to ascertain a 
credible list of participants for the next stage of the research project. It was felt that by asking 
teachers to present their views on a number of different skills and systems, they would be 
more likely to be honest about those that they did not like teaching.  
The second stage comprised Zoom interviews. The purpose of the study was 
communicated to all participants at the start of the interview. The interview consisted of 
fifteen questions as outlined in the Appendix. Whilst the first listed question represented the 
initial question that was asked, further questioning was determined by the answers that each 
participant provided. Questioning therefore was not limited to those questions listed nor to 
the order in which they were provided on the schedule. 
The participants 
The initial online survey was completed by 34 people. Participants were informed at 
the start of the survey that they needed to be currently working in the Japanese university 
context or have done so in the last year, in addition to recognising English as their native, or 
one of their native languages.  
Five individuals from four different countries were interviewed for the second part of 
the study.  Those interviewed were selected on the basis that the answers they gave in the 
initial online survey were indicative of someone who neglected pronunciation in their 
teaching. Of the five participants, three were female and two were male, with ages ranging 
from 33 to 52 years old. All five participants held an undergraduate degree in a subject not 
related to education or Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), and four 
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participants held a master’s in either TESOL or Applied Linguistics. The participant without a 
master’s held a Certificate in English Language Teaching to Adults (CELTA) qualification, 
with two of the other participants also holding an equivalent Initial Teacher Training (ITT) 
qualification. The range of teaching experience within the Japanese university context ranged 
from two to fifteen years, and additional teaching experience outside of this context ranged 
from one to eight years. 
Data analysis 
The Zoom interviews conducted for the second stage of the research project were, 
with the consent of the interviewees, video recorded and subsequently transcribed. The 
process of data analysis began with a thorough read through of the interview transcripts; this 
was done in an attempt to ascertain the gist of each of them. Following this, any general 
themes which emerged across a number of interviews were documented, with notable parts of 
the transcripts which supported each of these areas being highlighted. 
An interpretative analysis of the transcripts from the interviews was undertaken in 
order to derive the data for this project. The use of an interpretative analysis approach is 
acknowledged as a limitation of this project, details of which are discussed in the 
corresponding section of this chapter. 
 
Limitations of research project 
A number of limitations of this research project are acknowledged. First, the sample 
size used for the second part of the study is very small. With only five people being 
interviewed it could be argued that the generalisability of the findings of the study is 
questionable. Also known as external validity or transferability, generalisability refers to “the 
degree to which the results can be generalised to the wider population, cases or situations” 
(Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2007, p.136). Although the purpose of this study was to explore 
the attitudes and opinions of a particular population, namely those of native-speaking ELT 
teachers who work in the Japanese university context, it is recognised that the generalisability 
of the results of this study is limited. Nonetheless, the study may provide interesting insight 
into the issue at hand.
Relating to factors which influence the way in which participants may have responded 
in the interview, a further limitation of this research project is the recognition of the potential 
effect that video recording of the Zoom interviews may have had. Speaking on the record can 
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be a daunting experience and it is accepted that this could have potentially inhibited the way 
in which the participants responded. 
The final limitation relates to the fact that an interpretative analysis of the interview 
data was conducted. Whilst the nature of qualitative research methods lends itself to data 
analysis of this kind, it is accepted that if this study were to be replicated, that the conclusions 
drawn would most likely differ to those presented in this study. 
Discussion and Analysis of Results 
Having analysed the data collected from the five conducted interviews, the main 
reasons to emerge from the participants which accounted for their neglect of pronunciation 
teaching in the Japanese university ELT classroom related to:
1. The inadequacy of textbook guidance on pronunciation
2. A lack of confidence
3. Doubts as to whether pronunciation instruction works
Before discussing these issues, it is important to note that when I speak of the neglect of 
pronunciation teaching, I am referring to that of pre-emptive instruction (Thornbury, 2006). 
Four out of the five participants interviewed noted that they regularly included reactive 
pronunciation instruction in their lessons, although the term reactive was not used by any of 
them but rather a description equating to it. Possible explanations for this will be covered in 
the following discussions. 
The inadequacy of textbook guidance on pronunciation 
The perceived inadequacies of sources of guidance on approaches to pronunciation 
teaching emerged to be one of the most prominent explanations for the neglect of the 
language system. Central to this point were textbooks.  
Textbooks were deemed to be a dominant factor in influencing the decisions made 
regarding the content of the classes. In this sense, Akabri’s (2008, p. 647) suggestion that we 
are in a textbook-driven era seems to be true. All of the participants stated that in the majority 
of the courses they taught, there was a mandated textbook. Whilst one teacher commented 
that she did not like this because she found it too restrictive, the others seemed more 
favourable of course books because it not only saved a lot of time in planning, but also acted 
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as a useful frame on which to build a lesson. This was particularly true for the most 
inexperienced teacher who rarely felt the need to deviate from the book. 
 With textbooks being so instrumental in guiding teachers’ practices, the view that the 
majority of course books have a limited amount of pronunciation activities in them, as 
expressed by of three of the teachers and one which was echoed by Tennant (2007), is 
revealing. Each of the three teachers could name textbooks that they had used that did not 
include any pronunciation work. The tasks provided in books that did contain work on the 
system were more often than not felt to be irrelevant, unengaging and adhered to Underhill’s 
(2010b) observed “pron slot” (para. 2) description, namely in that the tasks come across as 
some kind of afterthought which is detached from the rest of the unit. Four Corners (CUP) 
and Pathways: Listening, Speaking and Critical Thinking (Cengage) were mentioned by three 
teachers as being examples of this.  The following extract from one of the interviews 
encapsulates the sense of dissatisfaction felt by many with the majority of textbooks’ 
approach to pronunciation and offers an insight in to how this might lead to its neglect:
I normally bypass the pronunciation tasks in the book because they are really dull. 
They are also usually really short and seem quite random. They just don’t seem to 
relate well to the rest of the activities around them and I’d rather not bore my 
students.
It is apparent that given the importance of textbooks in influencing what teachers do, they 
need to not only include more pronunciation work but also integrate it with other skills in 
such a way that complements the other activities; this should hopefully encourage teachers to 
take advantage of the opportunity to teach pronunciation rather than to avoid it. 
Staying with the theme of published materials, all of the teachers interviewed 
commented that they did not feel that there were enough accessible resource books on the 
topic of pronunciation. All but one of the teachers interviewed said that pronunciation section 
of resources offered in their place of work was minimal if existent at all. It was noted by one 
that there were far more resource books on grammar and vocabulary. Of those they did have 
access to, ‘Ship or Sheep?’ (Baker, 2006) and ‘Pronunciation Games’ (Hancock, 1995) were 
highlighted as being examples of useful books by one of the participants, although they were 
referenced by one interviewee as being “outdated”. 
Further to issues with textbooks and published resources, it emerged that ITT courses 
could have been influential to some degree in causing the neglect of. Different interpretations 
for this belief were observed.  One teacher said that they recalled pronunciation receiving a 
minimal amount attention in their CELTA course when compared to other aspects of language 
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and teaching; it could be hypothesised therefore, that the ITT course had been influential in 
shaping the belief that pronunciation was not as important as other aspects of language such 
as grammar, something which the teacher admitted to dedicating much more class time to. 
The teacher in question is the same teacher who stated that he rarely deviated from the course 
book and additionally, that he felt there was a very limited amount of pronunciation coverage 
in those that he had used. With this in mind, it is perhaps unsurprising that some teachers do 
not recognise the need to dedicate class time to pronunciation given that from both their ITT 
and beyond, there is a lack of emphasis and promotion of the language system.
Lack of confidence 
It was observed that all of the teachers who were interviewed suffered from a certain 
degree of lack of confidence with the topic of pronunciation and the actual teaching of it. This 
was evident regardless of the length of experience that each teacher had.  Suprasegmental 
features of pronunciation emerged to be a challenging area for four teachers. Cited amongst 
these features were those of connected speech and intonation. On the topic of the latter, one 
teacher said:
 I’ve tried teaching intonation before but it went really badly. My students asked 
me a lot of questions about it during the lesson and in truth I didn’t really know 
the answers to a lot them. I don’t feel like there are really any rules or if there are, 
they are really broad. I basically just felt like I was blagging the whole way 
through.
This view represents what I assessed the general consensus amongst the four teachers in 
question, namely that whilst for other systems such as vocabulary and grammar, whose list of 
rules governing them were felt to be relatively concise, those for the many aspects of 
pronunciation were not. The “fuzzy” nature of some pronunciation features, as one teacher 
called it, an ode perhaps to the lack of guidance on the matter by course books and resource 
book, resulted in the avoidance or neglect of pronunciation instruction. This was done in 
large, it seemed, as an effort to save face and avoid looking “silly”.
Linked to the last point, teachers’ perceptions of their students’ attitudes towards 
pronunciation represents a further source of the lack of confidence. Four out of five teachers 
said that they felt that, whilst their students enjoyed pronunciation activities, they did so more 
because they found them funny and entertaining, rather than from the belief that the activities 
actually helped improve their pronunciation. This, it was clarified by one participant, was 
evident from the “giggling” of students when he had covered pronunciation in lessons and 
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“loss of concentration”. Student negativity seems contrary to the findings of studies, such as 
that by Munro and Derwing (2005), which pertain to students actually valuing pronunciation 
instruction. I can relate to the view expressed by the teachers who were interviewed. I have 
regularly experienced students expressing discontent or boredom whilst I address 
pronunciation issues in class, particularly those which extended beyond a short amount of 
time. 
In contrast to areas of pronunciation that seemed to cause a lack of confidence, the NS 
model emerged to do the opposite. Whilst it is the popular belief of many writers such as 
Kenworthy (1987) that the sensible goal of pronunciation is intelligibility, where Jenkin’s 
(2000; 2002) LFC is the esteemed model, three of the five teachers interviewed stated that 
they believed that their role as a teacher was to help students to attain pronunciation that 
mirrored that of a NS. The NS model in all cases was deemed to be a mirror of their own 
pronunciation. This point could explain why many of the participants of the interview 
claimed to not neglect remedial pronunciation work; indicative of this was the comment by 
two teachers that their remedial pronunciation work essentially involved them responding to 
mispronounced words, with one stating that “I don’t mind doing that because it is inherent 
knowledge on my behalf, I know what is wrong and how it should sound”. When questioned 
on the use of the NS model, another teacher explained “I teach the students British 
pronunciation because I am British. It wouldn’t make sense for me to teach them other 
accents or variations because I don’t know the ins and outs of them”. 
Several interesting perspectives can be offered on the aforementioned opinions. On 
one hand, it would seem that for some teachers the goal of pronunciation is viewed as being 
one that is shaped by what they themselves feel more confident doing, rather than what might 
necessarily be most beneficial for the learner. This could suggest a need for clearer guidelines 
on the matter of pronunciation so as to encourage teachers to re-adjust their attitudes with the 
view to being able to better meet the needs of their students in line with the ELF and EIL 
models. On the other hand, the security that is offered by the use of the NS model by the 
teacher, in terms of inciting confidence in an area of teaching that is widely deemed to do the 
opposite, could be considered as to be something that should be capitalised upon. Speaking 
from my own perspective, I think that there is no real harm in teachers using the NS model 
and this is something that I myself use when I teach. I am dubious as to how ELF models of 
pronunciation, such as Jenkin’s LFC (2000; 2002), would in reality be adhered to by teachers 
given that it is not reliant on knowledge that is felt to be relatively innate to them. 
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Doubts as to whether pronunciation instruction works 
There was a noticeable difference amongst the interviewees as to whether instruction 
was effective in helping students to improve their pronunciation. To summarise their 
opinions, one of the teachers stated that they did think pronunciation instruction was 
beneficial for students of all levels; two expressed that they thought it was useful but only for 
lower level students; and the other two participants deemed pronunciation instruction to be 
ineffective. 
In the case of the four who to some degree expressed doubt as to the positive effects 
of pronunciation instruction, their opinions seemed to be largely shaped by the observation 
throughout their teaching experience that they did not on the whole see any improvements in 
their students. Amongst the examples provided of this was that of a lesson that a teacher had 
taught on the intonation of question tags. Having noticed that her monolingual class of 
Japanese students collectively did not use much intonation whilst speaking that is beyond the 
assimilation of vowel sounds at the end of a syllable—sometimes referred to as the Katakana 
effect—the teacher consciously decided to try to help them in this area. Despite having spent 
fifteen minutes on the topic and then revisiting it for another ten minutes at a later point in the 
week, the teacher commented that she saw no sign that the students had learnt anything past 
those lessons. Experiences like this, she admitted, led her to feel to some degree that 
pronunciation instruction had little value. Another participant referred to the difficulty that 
Japanese speakers of English have when distinguishing between “R” and “L” sounds. He 
stated that, “I regularly correct students misuse of these sounds, however, I feel my efforts are 
somewhat futile. I’ve yet to have a student who learns from my activities”. These views seem 
to reflect a lack of understanding as to the ways in which pronunciation can help a learner. It 
appears that for these participants, judgement as to measuring the success of teaching 
pronunciation is based on if the learners use and retain the features being taught. 
Conclusion 
The purpose of this research project was to explore the attitudes of native-English 
speaking ELT teachers, working in the Japanese university context, who admitted to 
neglecting pronunciation instruction in the classroom. What emerged, having interviewed 
five teachers on the topic, were three clear and interrelated issues which those interviewed 
cited as being possible causes for their lack of attention to pronunciation. In general, the 
neglect related specifically to that which Thornbury (2006, p.185) refers to as pre-emptive 
rather than reactive pronunciation instruction. Interestingly and somewhat surprisingly, these 
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issues seemed to be relevant and to varying extents true for all of those interviewed, 
regardless of the level of experience that they each had.  
The first cause was deemed to be the lack of training and support both given and 
made available to teachers on the topic of pronunciation. At its core were the perceived 
inadequacies of published materials. Some expressed that many of the books paid very little 
attention to issues of pronunciation, with the few that actually did, such as the Four Corners 
and Pathways: Listening and Speaking series, presenting it in ways that are unappealing and 
difficult to integrate into a lesson.  
Second, it became apparent that lack of confidence was a further cause of the neglect 
of pronunciation. Many of those interviewed expressed uncertainty as to how to approach the 
teaching of suprasegmental features such as connected speech and intonation, given that there 
seemed to be no clear rules or guidelines on the topic. In light of the difficulties and 
uncertainty surrounding many aspects of pronunciation, those interviewed stated that they 
avoided dealing with pronunciation topics so as to remove themselves from the 
uncomfortable situation of looking inexperienced in front of their students, something which 
was felt could in turn serve to undermine their respectability.
Third, doubts as to the effectiveness that classroom instruction has that results in 
meaningful pronunciation improvement for the language learner, represented one of the 
principal reasons expressed by teachers for neglecting it. It seemed evident that some of those 
interviewed felt that attention to pronunciation features in class, with the exception of very 
low-level students, did not lead to any measurable or noticeable improvement; classroom 
instruction on the matter was therefore viewed as being a waste of students’ time. In spite of 
this, in line with the widely acknowledged view of writers such as Underhill (2010a; 2010b), 
all of interviewees expressed the belief that they did think pronunciation was important.
When questioned as to whether they felt anything could be done to encourage them to 
teach more pronunciation, all but one of the interviewees were positive in their response. 
Better guidance through in-house training and access to improved published materials were 
widely recognised as having the potential to change their classroom practices.  
Research implications 
A number of improvements and developments could reverse current teachers’ 
classroom practices; the recommendations seek specifically to help teachers recognise the 
importance of pronunciation instruction, improve their confidence whilst teaching it and 
provide clear guidance on the matter. It is acknowledged that generalisability of the following 
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recommendations may be questionable, in light of the limitations identified in this paper in 
relation to the research methodology. None the less, the opinions expressed by the 
participants of this study and the findings of other similar research projects would seem to 
suggest that the recommendations being made are reasonable. 
The first recommendation, and one that could be the most practical in terms of its 
instant applicability, is that universities look to ensure that pronunciation teaching is an 
element covered when structuring their in house Continuing Professional Development 
(CPD) framework. Through a culmination of observations, training seminars and sharing 
sessions, teachers can be encouraged and supported in their efforts to regularly integrate 
pronunciation into their lessons. At Asia University, it is recommended that a pronunciation 
session is included in the annual induction programme of new VFMs, that the Professional 
Development Committee uses one of its monthly professional development sessions to offer 
support and guidance on the topic of pronunciation, and that the Peer Consortium Committee 
encourages participating VFMs to consider and exchange dialogue on the topic.
With textbooks, as noted by Akbari (2008), being an integral resource for teachers in 
guiding both the content and approaches that they adopt in the classroom, the second 
suggestion is that English departments at universities in Japan factor in the strengths of the 
pronunciation components of textbooks when considering them as options for a course. 
Within the context of Asia University, it is suggested that both the Curriculum Development 
and Textbook Committees include pronunciation provision in their criterion when selecting or 
suggesting future textbooks. On a broader scale, there is a real need for future publications to 
facilitate teachers in their efforts to regularly dedicate class time to pronunciation work by 
presenting more activities; the impact of increased coverage of pronunciation features in 
course books would be particularly effective if the tasks were integrated with other skills and 
systems rather than be presented as isolated activities, so as to remove the temptation by 
teachers to simply skip them. 
On a similar note, it seems apparent that many of the published resources currently on 
the market, which focus specifically on pronunciation, are largely inadequate and unhelpful 
for teachers. With this in mind, my third recommendation is that publishers and writers 
should seek to develop resource books which contain ready-made activities that teachers can 
easily access, browse through and photocopy from. As noted by Macdonald (2002, p.11), a 
wider repertoire of books of a similar vein, to ‘Pronunciation Games’ (Hancock, 1995), albeit 
modernised, could be particularly useful. At Asia University, the shared in-house database 
could be utilised by way of encouraging VFMs to collectively develop and build a bank of 
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pronunciation resources for each course, providing teachers with instant access to ready-to-go 
activities that they can utilise. Additionally, the Library Committee could invest some of its 
allocated budget to purchase resources for the department’s on-site library, which seeks to 
provide guidance and support in the area of pronunciation teaching, specifically within the 
context of Japan. 
A final recommendation, and one that extends to addressing the issue of the neglect of 
pronunciation at the very early stages of a ELT teacher’s career, is one in line with the 
recommendation made by Burgess and Spencer (2000), that there is a clear need for ITT 
courses to place greater emphasis on approaches to teaching pronunciation. As noted by 
Jenkins (2000, p.222), ITT courses such as the CELTA and Trinity Cert TESOL, dedicate a 
very limited amount of time to pronunciation features, much of which is focused on the use 
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Appendix
Interview Questions 
1. What do you understand by the term pronunciation, in terms of language learning? 
2. Are you familiar with the term phonology? Do you perceive there to be a difference 
between the terms phonology and pronunciation? Which one, if either, are you more 
familiar with?
3. What do you perceive to be the purpose of pronunciation focus in the ELT classroom? 
4. Do you teach pronunciation? If not, why don’t you? If yes, how often and why?
5. If you teach pronunciation which approaches/aspects of pronunciation do you focus 
on? Why?
6. Do you link pronunciation teaching to that of other skills such as listening? If so, why 
and how do you do so?
7. How confident do you feel when teaching pronunciation? Why/why not?
8. How useful do you think pronunciation instruction in the ELT classroom is?
9. Have you ever learnt another language? How important was/is good pronunciation in 
this L2 to you? How far do you think this may impact on your attitudes towards 
teaching pronunciation?
10. How important do you think pronunciation is to your students? What are their goals? 
11. Do you think you teach enough pronunciation to meet the needs of your students? 
Why? If not, why do you think you should teach more?
12. What resources are you aware of which can be used to help teach pronunciation? 
Which do you use? Why?  
13. How far do you find course books useful in helping you to teach pronunciation? 
14. How have you learnt/developed what you know about pronunciation teaching and 
learning? 
15. How do you think teachers can be supported/ encouraged to teach pronunciation? 
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